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Body 


As Donald Trump was presumably practising his presidential oath last week, scientists published new data that 
show once again that, despite what the newly inaugurated president has said, climate change is not a Chinese 
hoax. 


In 2016, the earth exceeded record temperatures, just as it had in 2015 and 2014 before that. The trend is 
consistent with scientists’ long-standing, gloomy warnings - and its consequences are being felt the world over. The 
issue of climate change is every day becoming less and less abstract. 


In the Arctic, fall temperatures ran 10 to 15 degrees C above normal - numbers one NASA analyst described as 
“ridiculously off the chart" - causing unprecedented melting of sea ice and throwing communities into chaos. 


Africa has been beset by drought and famine. Rising oceans are threatening most of the world's coastal 
communities. Extreme weather events are happening with increasing frequency, taking a great human toll and 
costing cities billions of dollars every year. 


A new study out of Princeton University suggests that, in Canada, the planet's warming will give us a gift of a few 
extra "nice days" every year over the coming decades. That's the good news. The bad news: the process is 
expected to ravage our fisheries, transform our forests into prairies, melt the Rocky Mountain glaciers, cause floods 
and fires, bring drought in some areas, wash away crops in others, and wreak sundry other havoc. 


Still, despite the overwhelming scientific consensus, the new president clearly isn't convinced. Trump has 
threatened to undo his predecessor's admirable progress on heat-trapping emissions by backing out of the Paris 
Accord, defunding environmental science and putting a climate denier at the head of the country's environmental 
agency. During his inaugural address, he did not mention climate. Immediately afterwards, his administration took 
down the White House climate change webpage and replaced it with a vow to deregulate the oil industry. 


All of that is reason for the world to worry. Even just four years of American backsliding would pose a threat to the 
Paris goal of keeping global warming to under 2 degrees C over the next century. Moreover, by lending official 
credence to climate denialism, Trump risks spreading skepticism and thus eroding the always fragile political will to 
act. 


Here in Canada we already have a very vocal community of deniers who will no doubt also be emboldened. They 
will make the case, as they always have, that we should take our lead from the U.S. on climate action, which in 
today's context means retreat. 


Trump has clearly given new energy to those who are looking for any excuse to undo whatever progress we've 
made and yet again delay the inevitable transition to a greener economy. We are already hearing voices calling on 
Ottawa to defer to Trump's expected environmental approach. 
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For example, many have argued in recent months that, in the face of the U.S. president's promised embrace of 
fossil fuels, Ottawa should kill its proposed floor price on carbon. "It's complete insanity," said interim Conservative 
leader Rona Ambrose, "that we would kneecap our own economy, and put ourselves at a competitive disadvantage 
with a carbon tax across this country when we know that the Americans would never do that." 


A country such as ours, with high heating costs and strong resource-based industries, may be particularly fertile 
breeding ground for climate procrastination. The temptation to retreat is great, but the costs of doing so even 
greater. As many have pointed out, it's not clear we have much choice but to act. 


Besides our moral obligation as the world's worst climate offender on a per-capita basis, besides the international 
standing we risk losing by failing to live up to our commitments, there is our medium-term economic self-interest to 
consider. 


Trump aside, a global consensus is emerging that the costs of inaction on climate change far outweigh those of the 
fight against it. This is changing the calculus of national interest. China, choked by air pollution, has aggressively 
invested in renewable energy, driving the price of wind and solar power precipitously down. Last year, renewables 
matched fossil fuels for the first time both in price and power capacity. As countries seek to meet and be seen to 
meet their climate targets, demand for the sort of energy on which Trump seems poised to bet big is bound, even if 
slowly, to decline. 


Justin Trudeau made few friends in Alberta when he said recently that the oilsands would eventually - that is, 
probably, over the very long term - have to be phased out. But his point was not just a moral one; it was also simply 
descriptive. "We need to manage the transition off of our dependence on fossil fuels," he said in Peterborough, Ont. 
That's in part because a country's long-term competitiveness, including but not only in the $5-trillion global energy 
business, depends on its ability to look beyond fossil fuels and foster clean-tech and alternative-energy innovations 
and industry. 


Clearly there are real and difficult debates to be had about the pace of change and how to manage the short-term 
costs, both economic and human, of the necessary transition. But the transition is necessary. And not just morally. 
If Trump doesn't get on board, it will be he, not Trudeau, who is ceding the competitive advantage. 
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